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MOTHER
by T C. Washington

/

She stands over the kitchen sink. her head tilted in front of a small compact,
adjusting her blush when I walk in the side door. Sh~ says he~loto me ~ithout
turning her head from the compact while rubbing. rubbing. rubbing her
cheeks. I walk over to her, letting the duffle bag on my shoulder fall to my
elbow and I kiss her. She should have been happier to see me. She should
have beqn happier.
.
Saturday is the only day she has to do her grocery shopping. and she was
almost ready to leave when I arrived It is I 1:00 am and the house is dean
and neat and smells like ravioli. She wears a yellow Izod sweater that my
younger sister discarded when she became thin My sister has since gained
the weight back. but lets her wear the sweater anyway. The hair sits on her
head like perfect black feathers, though there are a few grey wisps around
her temples. She gathers her purse and car keys and turns to face me. "I
wasn't like this yesterday. I'm sorry," she says.
I never know what to say to her when she gets in these moods. Suddenly, I
feel guilty for all the work she had done and will do, because I have not
learned what real work is yet She cleans, she cooks, she washes, she
pretends that an orderly home is a happy one. Her obsession with organization annoys me because it allows her, at times, to ignore reality. It frustrates
me that I cannot maintain such standards of tidiness, and this, in turn,
frustrates her. I asked her once why she works so hard and what is the fate of
a woman who does not She answered me-almost reproachfully-that
if
she did not do the work, no one would and that when I finally meet someone
whom I love, I would change. She did not like my question and I did not like
her answer.
How her children looked, how we behaved, was always very important to
my mother. At Easter, my sister and I would be dressed in matching new
Easter outfits: ruffled pastel dresses, lacey, itchy stretch tights, glossy white
patent leather shoes, and wide-brimmed Easter hats that had matching
ribbon hanging in the back and a thin elastic band that we hated to tuck under
our chins because it was always too tight My brother got new Easter clothes,
too. They were usually navy blue and polyester and he cried when he had to
try them on in the store. He hated even more having to wear them and
Grandma often let him change into play clothes after he finished his dinner.
We would have our picture taken, but we were more interested in chocolate
Easter bunnies and marshmallow chicks that turned hard if you did not eat
them on Easter morning. The pictures usually came out well and my mother
delighted in sending them in letters to relatives and friends.
Whenever my mother took the three of us anywhere, we were rarely wellbehaved My brother hated to go shopping for anything and my sister used
to bite. How we used to wrestle in the back seat of our old green Chrysler
when my mother threatened to tell our father as she maneuvered our car
through the busy streets of Buffalo, New York! She told us that she had eyes
in the back of her head and that she could see whom to punish. For a long
time I believed that story until one day at a red light. I started to poke through
her hair when she told me to sit down and behave myself because I was the
oldest It was a good story, anyway.
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The ultimate punishment was to be sent to our room The prerequisite to
that was sitting by ourselves on the big red couch in the family room with no
T.V. ?ne day. after a long. hot day of department store shopping and errandrunm~g during which we were particularly bad. she flung the three of us on
the big red couch and told us that we could sit there until our father came
home. After that, she went in the kitchen and she was quiet
It was
uncomfortable enough not being able to see her and even more so not being
able to hear her. She yelled a lot and in a fit of anger she swore. but that did
not seem nearly as frightening as her not saying anything at all I think that
was the day she started smoking. I remembered the smell from the beauty
parlor. When my father came home, he let us get up from the couch and we
were quiet too. There was nothing more said about that day.
She was happiest when we started school She loved to attend school
plays and parents' meetings and read the comments on our report cards.
She always made sure that we were dressed nicely for school and at the bus
stop fifteen minutes early. She did everything for us. She was a Brownie
leader. a classroom helper. a Den Mother. and our greatest fan. Everything
we made in arts and crafts was wonderful and beautiful. she told us, and we
believed her. When I was in the second grade. I wrote a play and my class
performed it for our parents on my birthday. I got to wrap a baton with blue
crepe paper and use it as a magic wand. My teacher. Mrs. Fink, gave me a
special book and my mother kissed me and told me that I was wonderful and
it felt good to make her so happy. My brother and sister also made and did
wonderful things when they were in school. but I often felt like I was favored.
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It was not long until elementary school turned into junior hi~h and junior
high turned into high school and we moved seven hundred miles away. My
mother was not particularly fond of the midwest and she blamed my father
for much of her unhappiness. She smoked a lot Sometimes we would hide
her cigarettes from her and she would go crazy until she finally went over to
the neighbors to borrow some. I hated the way she lo~ke.d when she
smoked: the way she held the cigarette between her turned-In lips when she
lit it and especially when she held her head up and blew the sm?~e out of the
side of her mouth. My mother did not need to look that waY-It Justwas not
her.
I could not understand my mother's negative feelings about our midwest
home until I was considerably older. The mothers here were not like her.
They hired babysitters all the time and went out to lunch. Their kids went to
summer camp, visited their grandparents on the weekends, and never got
spanked These women had pressed- powdered faces and a purse to match
every pair of shoes they owned Their husbands played golf on Saturdays
and they polished their nails and took the dog to obedience school My
father promised us a dog when we moved, but we never got one. My mother
said she was afraid of them and that they would mess up our new house. I
guess she never considered obedience school
When my sister entered junior high, my mother started working part time
and then eventually full time. Her full-time job is the one she has now and it is
eating her. She wishes she could quit, but out of the guilt of not having more
of a formal education, she will not This job pushes her to maximize her
common sensibilities, but to the point of discouragement She says the men
at work are rude and the women are too competititve. When I call her at
work, she always answers in her business voice and puts me on hold when
another call comes through. I like her mother voice better.
At work, she wears neutral colored suits with conservative blouses that
bow at the neck Her finger nails are trimmed painfully short and her hands
are chapped and dry. Most of the time, she wears these little pearl drop
earrings that we got her for Christmas three years ago, a string of costume
jewelry beads, and a gold TImex watch she bought on sale at Sears. On her
left hand she wears a single silver wedding band because she cannot fit her
diamond engagement ring on since her hysterectomy last summer. She buys
the majority of her clothes on sale and feels guilty when she does not
Sometimes, she charges clothes without telling my father, but always
manages to pay them off before the bill comes. She wishes he would buy her
nicer Jewelry, but appreciates his ability fo finance COllege educations. She
always told us that we had a wonderful father.
My mother married my father a little over two decades ago and I am not
entirely sure that they were in love. They may have been getting too old to be
single. I always thought it was unfortunate that they had to live with my
grandmother (my father's mother) after they were married Before my sister
was born, we moved to our own house in a nearby town. Every time we
would go back to visit, my mother would hug and kiss my grandmother while
telling her how wonderful she looked, but I know she did not miss my gr andmother's advice on raising children. My father told me when I was an infant
my mother made It a habit to overfeed me. One afternoon when I refused to
take my bottle, my mother threw it against the kitchen wall splattering warm
milk everywhere. She Insisted on calling the doctor before I started to lose
weight The doctor reassured her that no baby had ever intentionally starved
itself to death. My grandmother did not say a word as she picked up broken
glass from the kitchen floor.
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Now in her fifties, my mother's health is strong and she seems to endure all
tension. My father once said that women like my mother did not get high
blood pressure- they gave it away. Maybe that is why he has it She works,
she prays, she reads Norman Vincent Peale and sends mass cards when
distant realtives die. Her job pays well but is draining her. She is a different
kind of mother now. She and I rarely go to the movies anymore and
shopping for school clothes is too exhausting after work. At one time when
she smiled her eyes would widen and rows of perfectly- formed coffeestained teeth would reach into her tawny little dimples. Thatsmile would take
away all my sadness. Now I deal with my own sadnessand my mother, with
hers.
She is caught in the middle of her life with my younger sister who does not
obey or act as my mother would like her to- she does not act like me. My
sister likes to stay out late, flirt with boys from other high schools. and wear
layers of outrageous make-up. My mother prays for her to be good and
cannot wait until she gets married She and my father quarrel over my sister
and they threaten to leave each other when. in the middle of the night, she
has not yet come home. Sometimes I wish my sister was never born. My
mother often asks me for advice, but I do not know what to tell her.
My mother is a weakening spirit that has been tired for too long than
seems fair or natural She works so hard to make us so middle-class happy. I
want her to be young again, and tell us that everything is wonderful. and I
want for her to believe it, too.

Presence
by Sarah Hill
by Sarah Hill
You have become like the moon to me,
rising on the night
You surprise me with the light of your face
and the quick catch of its whiteness.
The gray scars of your cheek
are cool shadows at your height
The shine of your dead expression
is merely the reflection of your sun.
Piece by piece you open up
into my windowa familiar face.
Mother, my mother, why do you roll away
from me into the dark?

